Pontoon Bridge by Donovan, Frank P
Masthead Logo The Palimpsest




Follow this and additional works at: https://ir.uiowa.edu/palimpsest
Part of the United States History Commons
This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the State Historical Society of Iowa at Iowa Research Online. It has been accepted for
inclusion in The Palimpsest by an authorized administrator of Iowa Research Online. For more information, please contact lib-ir@uiowa.edu.
Recommended Citation
Donovan, Frank P. "Pontoon Bridge." The Palimpsest 45 (1964), 181-184.
Available at: https://ir.uiowa.edu/palimpsest/vol45/iss5/3
Pontoon Bridge
O n e  o f th e  m o s t in te re s tin g  s id e lig h ts  o f  M il ­
w a u k e e  ra i lro a d  h is to ry  w a s  th e  m a n n e r  in  w h ic h  
it c ro s se d  th e  M is s is s ip p i R iv e r. I t  w a s  th e  e n te r ­
p r is in g  Jo h n  L a w le r  o f P ra ir ie  d u  C h ie n , w h o , 
m in d fu l o f in c re a s e d  r a i l ro a d  traffic , b e g a n  o p e r ­
a t in g  a  lin e  o f b a rg e s  b e tw e e n  P ra ir ie  d u  C h ie n  
a n d  M c G re g o r .  L a w le r  c o n tra c te d  w ith  th e  ra i l ­
ro a d s  to  f e r ry  c a rs  o f liv e s to c k  a c ro s s  th e  M is s is ­
s ipp i fo r  $6 each , re c e iv in g  u p  to  $8 fo r  o th e r  
lo a d e d  c a rs .
A t  firs t th e  c a rs  w e re  ta k e n  on  b a rg e s  a n d  
g u id e d  b y  a  s te a m b o a t a ro u n d  th e  b ig  is la n d  in 
th e  m id d le  o f  th e  riv e r. T h e n  th e  re so u rc e fu l 
L a w le r  h a d  ra ils  la id  o n  th e  is la n d  so  th a t  th e  r a i l ­
r o a d  c a rs  c o u ld  b e  m o v e d  m o re  ra p id ly  from  sh o re  
to  sh o re . B a rg e s  w e re  lo a d e d  w ith  th e  c a rs  on  o n e  
b a n k  a n d  p u lle d  a c ro s s  to  th e  is la n d  b y  a  c a b le  
w h ic h  w a s  p o w e re d  b y  a  s team  rig  from  a n o th e r  
b a rg e  on  th e  i s la n d ’s sh o re . A  sw itc h  e n g in e  to o k  
th e  c a rs  a c ro s s  th e  is la n d . T h e n  th e y  w e re  fe rr ie d  
a  se c o n d  tim e b y  c a b le -o p e ra te d  b a rg e s  fo r  th e  la s t 
la p  o f th e  jo u rn e y  to  th e  o p p o s ite  b a n k  o f th e  riv e r.
G o in g  a c ro s s  th e  is la n d  w a s  less  h a z a rd o u s  th a n  
g o in g  a ro u n d  it. S till, th e  p o ss ib ility  o f lo s in g  a  
c a r  in g e ttin g  it on  a n d  off a  b a rg e  w a s  v e ry  im m i-
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n e n t. T h e n ,  to o , w h e n e v e r  a  f re ig h t  c a r  p lu n g e d  
to  th e  b o tto m  o f th e  M is s is s ip p i, L a w le r  d id  n o t g e t 
h is  to ll c h a rg e , to  s a y  n o th in g  o f th e  th r e a t  o f a 
la w su it . F o r tu n a te ly ,  h e  h a d  in h is  e m p lo y  a  B a ­
v a r ia n  sh ip b u ild e r , M ic h a e l S p e tte l , w h o  c a m e  to  
h is  a id . S p e tte l  a d v o c a te d  a  p o n to o n  b r id g e  to  
so lv e  th e  p ro b lem . H e  d id  m o re : h e  w h it t le d  o u t a  
m o d e l o f  th e  p ro p o s e d  s t ru c tu r e  a n d  tu rn e d  it o v e r 
to  h is  e m p lo y e r . L a w le r  s u b s e q u e n tly  f in a n c e d  
th e  s t r a n g e  b r id g e , w h ic h  w a s  c o m p le te d  in 1874.
E s s e n tia l ly , th e  b r id g e  in th e  e a s t  c h a n n e l w a s  
th re e  1 3 1 -fo o t b a rg e s  la s h e d  to g e th e r  b y  a n  im ­
m e n se  s t r a p - i ro n  h in g e  to  k e e p  th e  sp a n  p ro p e r ly  
a lig n e d , y e t  flex ib le  e n o u g h  fo r  v e r tic a l m o v em en t. 
T h e  p o n to o n  in th e  w e s t  o r  Io w a  c h a n n e l w a s  a  
s p e c ia lly  c o n s tru c te d  s in g le  d e c k  sco w , 40 8  fee t 
lo n g , 28 fe e t b eam , a n d  6 fe e t d e p th . T h e  p o n to o n  
in e a c h  c h a n n e l, w h e n  in p o s itio n  in line  w ith  th e  
p ilin g , s to o d  a t  a n  a n g le  w ith  th e  g e n e ra l d ire c tio n  
o f th e  c u r re n t  o f a b o u t 55°. A t  o n e  e n d , th e  flo a t­
in g  sp a n  w a s  h in g e d  to  a  p e rm a n e n t  tre s tle . A t  th e  
fre e  e n d , a  s te a m -o p e ra te d  p o w e rh o u s e  w a s  in ­
s ta lle d  a lo n g  w ith  a  c a b le  d ru m . A  c a b le  w a s  ru n  
from  th e  s ta t io n a ry  a p p ro a c h  to  th e  d ru m , a n d  
from  th e re  it w a s  a n c h o re d  to  a  p ilin g  d o w n s tre a m  
a n d  a t  r ig h t  a n g le s  to  th e  c ro s s in g . W h e n e v e r  a 
r iv e r  b o a t w h is tle d  fo r th e  c h a n n e l th e  c a b le  w a s  
w o u n d  a ro u n d  th e  d ru m , p u llin g  th e  fre e  e n d  of 
th e  sp a n  to w a rd  th e  h e a v y  p ilin g  a n d  th e re b y  
o p e n in g  th e  b r id g e .
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In a sm u c h  a s  L a w le r  to o k  o u t  p a te n t  r ig h ts  fo r  
th e  p o n to o n  b r id g e  in h is  o w n  n am e , th is  a c tio n  
p re c ip i ta te d  a  lo n g -s ta n d in g  c o n tro v e rs y  w h ic h  
w a s  s p a rk e d  b y  S p e t te l ’s d ism issa l in  1887 . T h e  
b r id g e  its e lf  w a s  L a w le r ’s, b u t  it w o u ld  a p p e a r  th e  
p a te n t  b e lo n g e d  to  S p e tte l, w h o  fa ile d  to  file a  
c la im  o r  ta k e  a c tio n  u n til y e a r s  a f te r  th e  r ig h ts  h a d  
b e e n  a p p ro p r ia te d  b y  h is em p lo y e r.
T h e  b r id g e  c o n tin u e d  to  b e  c o n tro lle d  b y  th e  
L a w le r  in te re s ts  u n til Jo h n  L a w le r ’s d e a th  in 1891. 
I t is e s t im a te d  th a t  n e a r ly  a  m illion  ra i lro a d  c a rs  
c ro s se d  th e  flo a tin g  tra c k s  a t  a  fee  o f  a  d o lla r  a  c a r . 
A f te r  th e  p a s s in g  o f its  o w n e r , th e  M ilw a u k e e  
R o a d  to o k  o v e r  th e  o p e ra tio n  o f th e  s tru c tu re .
In  1914 , th e  e a s t  c h a n n e l b r id g e  w a s  re p la c e d  
b y  a  s t ro n g e r  p o n to o n  s tru c tu re . T w o  y e a rs  la te r , 
a  n e w  2 7 6 -fo o t s p a n  w a s  in s ta lle d  a c ro s s  th e  w e s t  
c h a n n e l. A t  th e  tim e o f c o n s tru c tio n  it w a s  sa id  to  
h a v e  b e e n  th e  la rg e s t  b r id g e  o f its  ty p e  in th e  
w o rld .
O n  th e  n e w  b r id g e , th e  t r a c k  w a s  c ra d le d  b e ­
tw e e n  tw o  u p r ig h t  s tru c tu re s  w h ich  re s te d  on  th e  
lo n g  b a rg e - lik e  p o n to o n . B y  a n  in g e n io u s  sy s te m  
o f c a b le s  a n d  p u lle y s  th e  tra c k  co u ld  b e  ra ise d  o r  
lo w e re d  a s  m u ch  a s  e ig h te e n  fee t a n d  b lo c k e d  a t  
th e  d e s ire d  level. V a r ia t io n s  in  tra c k  e le v a tio n  
w e re  d e s ira b le  b e c a u se  th e  level o f th e  M iss is s ip p i 
in  th is  v ic in ity  co u ld  v a ry  a s  m uch  a s  tw e n ty - tw o  
a n d  o n e -h a lf  fee t.
T h e  P ra ir ie  d u  C h ie n -M c G re g o r  p o n to o n
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b r id g e s  c a r r ie d  m u lt i tu d e s  o f  im m ig ra n ts  on  th e ir  
w a y  to  h o m e s te a d  in  Io w a , M in n e s o ta ,  a n d  th e  
D a k o ta s ,  a n d  t r a in lo a d s  o f  g ra in  a n d  o th e r  co m ­
m o d itie s  to  th e  E a s t .  T h e y  g a v e  re lia b le  se rv ice  
e x c e p t  w h e n  th e  w in d  w a s  u n u s u a l ly  h ig h ; o r  
w h e n , in th e  S p r in g , th e  s p a n s  h a d  to  b e  k e p t  o p en  
fo r  se v e ra l d a y s  to  p re v e n t  f lo a tin g  ice  fro m  c ru s h ­
in g  th em .
In  re c e n t  y e a rs , h o w e v e r , w ith  lo n g e r  a n d  h e a v ­
ie r  tra in s , it h a s  b eco m e  m o re  eco n o m ic a l to  u se  th e  
M ilw a u k e e ’s o r th o d o x  b r id g e s  a c ro s s  th e  M is s is ­
s ip p i a t  L a  C ro s se , W is c o n s in ,  a n d  S a v a n n a , Illi­
n o is , r a th e r  th a n  th e  s o m e w h a t c u m b e rso m e  p o n ­
to o n  c ro s s in g . F u r th e rm o re , th e  h ig h  c o s t o f  o p e r ­
a tio n  a n d  r e p a ir  o f  th e  h is to r ic  flo a tin g  s tru c tu re s  
w a s  n o t  w a r r a n te d  in lig h t o f  d e c lin in g  traffic . T h e  
la s t  t r a in  c re p t  o v e r  th e  q u a in t  s p a n  a t  th e  c u s to m ­
a r y  4 -m ile -a n -h o u r  s p e e d  lim it o n  O c to b e r  31 , 
1961. S h o r t ly  th e r e a f te r  th e  b r id g e s  w e re  d is ­
m a n tle d .
